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Introduction : 

On January 13, 2022, the Office of the City Auditor sent a memorandum (Appendix A) to the 

Mayor of Syracuse, Ben Walsh and the Commissioner of the Department of Parks, Recreation 

& Youth Programs, Julie LaFave. The memorandum formally announces the Office of the City 

Auditor initiating a Performance Audit of the procedures and practices employed in the issuing 

of permits for the facilities operated by the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth 

Programs, including the record of monies in permit fees collected over the last three and a half 

calendar years, per request by City of Syracuse 2nd District Common Councilor, Patrick J. 

Hogan (Appendix B). 

The Office of the City Auditor is responsible for reviewing the activities of all the Departments 

of the City in accordance with the Syracuse Charter Section 5-501 (#1) (Appendix C). 

Consistent with Section 5-501 of the City of Syracuse Charter, additionally this Audit is a 

follow-up to the Facilities Audit of the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs 

conducted previously by the Office of the City Auditor, published on April  17th, 2018. 

 

 

Objectives and Scope: 

The primary objectives and scope of the Audit are: 

¶ Complete a full review of the procedures and practices involved in the issuance of permit 

fees for the facilities operated by the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs. 

¶ The Performance Audit covers the time period from January 1st, 2019, through June 30th, 

2022. 

¶ Follow-up with the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs on the 

Recommendations from the 2018 Facilities Audit. 

¶ Provide a listing of monies in permit fees collected from January 1st, 2019, through June 

30th, 2022. 
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Methodology: 

The Office of the City Auditor used the following methods to review and assess the procedures 

and practices employed by the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs in the 

issuance of required facility permits for athletic purposes and special events: 

¶ We reviewed the Facilities Audit of the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth 

Programs conducted previously by the Office of the City Auditor, published on April 

17th, 2018.  

¶ We met and discussed policies and procedures for reserving a facility or specific location 

with the following Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs staff members: 

o Julie LaFave, Commissioner of the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth 

Programs 

o Britney Farmer, Special Events Coordinator 

o Trevor Wallace, Adult Athletics Coordinator 

¶ When meeting with the staff of the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth programs, 

we requested and subsequently received a Management Response regarding the five 

Recommendations made in the previously referenced 2018 Facilities Audit, as a follow-

up in determining if the Recommendations were implemented to eliminate deficient 

internal controls as documented in the 2018 Audit. 

¶ When meeting with the Parks staff, we requested and subsequently received a thorough, 

beginning to end Permit Processing Guide (for new employees), used by the City of 

Syracuse in scheduling/reserving facilities, collecting payments and issuing permits for 

facility usage. 

¶ When meeting with the Parks staff, we requested and subsequently received a detailed 

schedule of monies in permit fees collected for the past three and a half calendar years 

(January 1st, 2019 ï June 30th, 2022), broken out by specific facility/location and 

calendar year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE: The Office of the City Auditor recognizes the cooperation and efforts and transparency 

made by the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs staff to answer all requests 

for information made by the Office of the City Auditor during our research. 
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Background: 

The previous term Office of the City Auditor conducted a Performance Audit on the management of 

the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs facility usage, covering the time period of 

April 1st, 2017, through December 31st, 2017. The main objective of the Audit was to reconcile 

facility reservations to permits, and facility usage to payments of permit fees, to evaluate the internal 

controls involved in the facility usage management. 

During the internal controls evaluation of the Audit, significant deficiencies were identified, focused 

mainly on adverse organizational abilities in the record keeping practices of the Parks Department. 

Here is a directly-quoted summation of the significant findings from the 2018 Facilities Audit: 

o ñIt is our responsibility to communicate internal matters representing significant deficiencies 

of the internal controls. During our internal controls evaluation, we discovered adverse 

organizational abilities in their record keeping practices. The Parks Department brings in 

revenues through various contractual agreements with local leagues and specially permitted 

events. This is a large operation responsible for maintaining and regulating several indoor and 

outdoor recreational facilities across the City of Syracuse.ò 

o ñWe engaged in conversations with staff regarding policies and procedures for reserving a 

facility or specific location. The Department has use of eTrak, an online data collection 

service that allows the staff to schedule and track information of each facility.  It allows or the 

input of contact information of each party renting a facility and has the ability to track daily 

payments of each permit and rental. It also allows for the collection of data for summer camps 

and programs. We learned you can reserve a location without payment, but you will not 

obtain a permit until payment is received for the reservation. The reserving party is allotted a 

10 business day grace period in order to lock-in the reservation; any other parties interested in 

the location are placed on a waiting list. The reservation information is not publicized on the 

City website; you have to contact a staff member with eTrak access to find out whether a 

facility or location is available. eTrak also allows for the data to be exported to a public 

platform, like the City website, but that feature is not currently used. Information and 

documentation for permit priority, fees, disciplinary action, inclement weather policy, 

conditions of terms & limitations of permits are all available online or upon request.ò 

o ñIt should be noted that this department currently does not accept electronic payments or 

credit cards. Once the funds from various activitiesé. are received by the CFO, theyôre 

recorded on a single running paper general ledger. It has recently been changed where each 

activity now has its own paper ledger thus making it easier to track payments but still on 

paper and an antiquated process.ò 

o ñThe (permit fee payment) deposits are not currently reconciled against the payments traced 

thru the eTrak system. This procedure could easily track whether or not the daily amount 

collected for rentals and services is accurate and whether internal fraud currently exists.ò 
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o ñOur evaluation of internal controls at the Syracuseôs Parks and Recreation Department 
reveals a medium to high risk threat throughout the scheduling and accounting systems. 

Policies and procedures must be implemented for these internal control operations because 

they can reduce the opportunity for unethical acts. The absence of these policies leaves the 

opportunity to commit errors and/or fraud. Some key problematic areas to consider are close 

associations with clients, the ability for multiple employees to make changes within the eTrak 

system, failure to produce accurate accounting records, inadequate monetary security systems 

and miscommunications between staff.ò  

o ñOur office detected highly material misstatements; we are paying special attention to 

óillegitimate credit memosô and ófalsified paymentsô benefiting a local for-profit league, 

authorized by the Commissioner of Parks. This activity is beyond the scope of the 

Commissioners authority and does not have any supporting written policies or procedures. 

This type of activity requires approval in the form of legislation passed by the Common 

Council due to its direct effect against the general fund. The reputation and reliability of 

financial statements, the effectiveness and efficiency of operations and compliance with 

applicable regulations are all at risk.ò 

 

o ñThe following is a sample summaryò: 

¶ Burnet multi -purpose field usage by local for-profit league: 

¶ 48 Days Between: May 1st, 2017 ï October 18th, 2017 

¶ Requested Days: Mondayôs & Wednesdayôs  

¶ 168 hours @ $15.00/hr. + $30.00 Permit Fee = Total Charge:  +$2,550.00  

 

o Payment reference:  

o 5/12/2017 

o Credit Memo per Commissioner: (-$2,250.00) 

o Payment Received: $300.00 check received by a staff member, appropriately delivered to 

the Administrative Officer and deposited to the General Fund. 
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o Burnet Park turf usage by ñCommissionerôs Sportsò:  

 

o 20 Scheduled Occasions Between: June, 2017 ï November, 2017 

 

o 47 hours @ $75.00/hr. + $100.00 Deposit Fee + $30.00 Permit Fee = Total Charge: 

+$3,805.00 

 

o 8 hours @ $75.00/hr. + $100.00 Deposit Fee + $30.00 Permit Fee = Total Charge: 

+$880.00 

o Payment Reference: 

 

o 4/18/2017 

o Cash Payment: ($3,805.00) 

o 8/15/2017 

o Credit Memo per Commissioner: ($880.00) 

 

o ñA cash payment is normally referred to as a payment received to satisfy a charge for 

services with cash being received by the Chief Financial Officer, deposited and documented 

with a deposit receipt. A credit memo is used as way of satisfying a charge for services 

with an electronic reimbursement with no actual payment being received in the process. 

Commonly a credit memo is used to ñwaiveò a fee where the Department feels it necessary. 

This cash payment listed above has no record of any cash being received by the 

department and/or deposited into the General Fund. Failure to obtain sufficient proof of this 

accepted payment such as a deposit slip, suggests concealment through false revenue 

disclosure. These acts could have displaced the Cityôs General Fund by a grand total of 

$6,935.00.ò 

 

o ñAdditionally, during the course of the audit we tested the eTrak system to fully understand 

the process by which a facility is reserved, and payments received are documented. During 

this meeting, we were able to detect transactions deleted by staff. In an interview with 

multiple staff members, we learned that the deleted activity was a local lacrosse league, and 

the deletion came at the request of the Commissioner. With multiple users allowed to make 

any changes in the eTrak system, this is a significant weakness in controls because it allows 

for the schedules to be altered at any time. The systems utilized by the Department are 

poorly controlled and implemented by top management; the assessed control risk is high, 

meaning the current internal controls leave the entity vulnerable to fraud and illegitimate 

activities.ò 
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o Burnet Park turf usage by local non-City affiliated lacrosse league: 

o 9 Scheduled Occasions Between: Oct 2017 ï Dec 2017 

 

o 36 hours @ $150/hr. + $100.00 Deposit Fee + $30.00 Permit Fee = Total Charge: 

+$5,530.00 

o Payment (per league organizer): 

o ñCash Payment: $3,825.00 was delivered to the Commissioner of Parks at the Department 

Office on Spencer Street, with no receipt for payment provided to the league organizer. We 

verified with the two employees who handle deposits that the cash was not delivered to 

them by the Commissioner and therefore not deposited into the General Fund.ò 

o ñWith multiple users allowed to make any changes in the eTrak system, this is a significant 

weakness in controls, because it allows for the schedules to be altered at any time. The 

systems utilized by the Department are poorly controlled and implemented by top 

management; the assessed control risk is high, meaning the current internal controls leave 

the entity vulnerable to fraud and illegitimate activities.ò 

o ñContinuing the investigation, we also discovered social media posts pertaining to the 

unpermitted and óon no accountô paid usage of the Burnet indoor multi-purpose facility. 

There is also pending evidence of non-city personnel with keys to city owned facilities.ò 

 

 

o Dates of documented unscheduled, non-permitted and unpaid field usage: 

 

o September 2017      

o 9/23 ï Burnet Indoor Field         

o October 2017 

o 10/14 ï Burnet Indoor Field 

o 10/7ï Burnet Indoor Field 

o November 2017 

o 11/7 ï Burnet Indoor Field 
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Listing of Monies in Permit Fees Collected ï Adult Athletics:  
 

*2022 is from January 1st, 2022 ï June 30th, 2022 
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Listing of Monies in Permit Fees Collected ï Special Events: 
 

*2022 is from January 1st, 2022 ï June 30th, 2022 
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Parks Department Response to the Recommendations From the 2018 Facilities Audit: 

 

1. Recommendation: Proper communication within management is essential to achieving the 

goals of the department and informing employees about rules of conduct for dealing with 

potential fraud. Whether the communication is from staff to management or management to 

staff, providing clarity is most important and omits confusion, uncertainty, and ambiguity. 

 

Response: Regular discussions and meetings are held with current as well as new employees 

regarding facility payment due dates, collecting payments, as well as proper steps to process 

payments so that the processes are being done the same by all divisions. 

 

2. Recommendation: External communication to potential patrons of the facilities is also 

important for the Department. Creating an online plateau for scheduling and marketing 

would allow for an audience of customers to have a better idea of the resources available at 

the organization. When possible, posting reserved (unpaid) and booked (paid) locations 

would also be help disseminate information to the end users. 

 

Response: Facility permits are now available online by visiting the Parks Departments new 

software system at https://syracuse.recdesk.com. Constituents can now view the schedule of 

the parks and apply for permits directly online. Once a request by a patron online is made, it 

alerts them that the request has been submitted and will either be approved in 3-5 business 

days with a follow up email containing a link to make the payment of the permit fee OR 

someone from the department will reach out if there are further questions before approving 

and sending the payment link. 

 

Once a permit request is ñapprovedò the RecDesk software sends the patron an email 

containing a link directly to pay for their permit fee online via cred/debit card. They are given 

a grace period of 3 business days to make payment. Patrons who do not have the means to pay 

by card are able to still come directly to the Parks Department main office and pay by check, 

cash, or money order. Payment by these methods are electronically logged and tracked in 

RecDesk.  

 

Since the implementation of credit card payments directly online, we find that most of our 

constituents prefer this convenient method of payment.  

3. Recommendation: The Parks Department currently has no existing legislation or any written 

criteria for fee waivers. The department should have legal documentation of policies and 

procedures pertaining to the discounting or waiver of fees for neighborhood groups, local 

leagues, non-profits, etc. These discounts and waivers need to be approved by the Common 

Council either individually or parameters need to be set for when fees can be waived by the 

Commissioner. 

 

Response: This is an area that the department is still working on and will continue to push for 

a solution. 

https://syracuse.recdesk.com/
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4. Recommendation: Accounting practices should exist with elements to perform proper bank 

reconciliations. Currently, paper ledgers are used to document permits and events that have 
been paid. We believe that eTrak usage should be expanded. In addition to scheduling events, 
storing contact data and payments received, eTrak should be used to collect payments with its 
online payment system. The Department should be able to match deposit records to a daily 
report made available thru eTrak. When our office requested information to perform this task, 
the initial information was insufficient. After a review of eTrak with staff, sufficient data was 
received. 

 

Response: The department has moved on to electronic ledgers for monies collected. Since 

moving to RecDesk all fees run through this system. We now have POS systems at our golf 

courses and rinks for constituents to pay directly via credit card, cash, or check. All payment 

methods run through this POS system in RecDesk. Permit fee payments, rentals, etc. also run 

directly through rec desk. 

 

Reports are run regularly by the admin office by pulling our revenue out of RecDesk that 

includes and shows all payments collected. This reporting will show how much came in for 

each of the following categories: Cash, Check/M.O., Credit Card. The report them further 

breaks it down by the GL Account it was deposited into. Each division within the Parks 

Department has their own GL Accounts that shows what they have collected during the time 

period that the report was run for. 
 

5. Recommendation: Based on the extensive number of programs and multiple facilities that the 

Parks Department collects money for, it should be an operation that handles collections with 

modern day standards. Currently, there is no ability to accept payment by credit cards or 

electronic checks. We believe this is preventing the collection of revenues in some situations 

and is unattractive to customers and clients who are accustomed to using electronic payment 

methods. We were provided examples where residents attempted to pay electronically and 

were turned down and asked to seek out the nearest ATM. The parks department should 

consider accepting electronic payments as soon as possible. Parks staff advised us that they 

were told electronic payments were not allowed by law; we were not able to find evidence of 

such law. Currently the City accepts electronic payments for tax bills, water bills, and parking 

violations. We believe that a similar system can be utilized for payment collection at the Parks 

Department. 

 

Response: We have corrected this issue by accepting credit card payments through RecDesk 

both for facility permit payments and by using the RecDesk POS system at all 2 rinks and 

both golf courses.  
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Findings and Recommendations: 

Finding #1: The significant deficiencies in internal controls found in the 2018 Performance 

Audit of the Department of Parks, Recreation &Youth Programs have been addressed and 

corrected to the point of becoming a strength of the Department. 

Through serious self-reflection, planning and commitment to changing the culture at the Department 

of Parks, Recreation and Youth Programs, the staff has been proactive in the implementation of the 

recommendations from the 2018 Performance Audit.   The addition of the RecDesk software has 

given the Department and the potential patrons of the Departmentôs facilities a proper tool to improve 

the efficiency of applying for, processing, and issuing facility permits.  ñVulnerabilities to fraud and 

illegitimate activitiesò, as documented in the 2018 Audit, have been eliminated, and the ñantiquated 

processò of tracking permit applications and collecting payments and issuing permits has been 

overhauled and improved immensely. The new process has proven worthy of the large responsibility 

for maintaining and regulating the multitude of indoor and outdoor recreational facilities across the 

City of Syracuse. 

Recommendation #1: Maintain and enhance the level of service provided to patrons going 

forward.  

 

Administrationôs Response #1: The Administration appreciates the recognition and is pleased the 

Office of the City Auditor is in agreement regarding the value of RecDesk as a software tool to 

manage online registration, facility scheduling and payment information.  

 

Finding #2: The Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs still has no existing 

legislation or any written criteria for fee waivers, as recommended in the 2018 Facilities Audit. 

The Commissioner has acknowledged that this is an area that the Department is still working on and 

will continue to push for a solution. 

Recommendation #2: The Department should have legal documentation of policies and 

procedures pertaining to the discounting or waiver of fees for neighborhood groups, local 

leagues, non-profits, etc.  

There may be certain reasonable instances where City of Syracuse residents and City non-profit 

entities should be eligible for special discounts on facility permit fees, versus non-City residents 

using the same facilities provided by the Parks Department. However, these discounts and waivers 

need to be approved by the Common Council either individually or parameters need to be set for 

when fees can be waived by the Commissioner. 

 

Administrationôs Response #2: The Administration agrees with the recommendation and fully 

intends to resolve the concern with written policies and procedures, including legislation before the 

Common Council, if warranted. 
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Visual Guide on Processing Permits in RecDesk for New Employees: 

The following is a visual guide, provided by the Department of Parks, Recreation & Youth Programs 

during the course of our Performance Audit, for the period of January 1st, 2019, through June 30th, 

2022, on the processing of permits by Parks staff, through the Departmentôs RecDesk software 

system.  

Our Office strongly believes that this software is a significant and crucial upgrade from the 

Departmentôs previous eTrak software, in terms of efficient permit processing and internal 

security regarding vulnerability to fraud and illegitimate activities. We have high confidence in 

the softwareôs capability and the performance of the staff of the Department of Parks, 

Recreation & Youth Programs, in avoiding the internal control issues that were inherent in the 

eTrak system. 

Once a constituent applies for a permit directly online at https://syracuse.recdesk.com, the reservation 

is efficiently processed through the steps presented below: 

1 Department Dashboard 

 

https://syracuse.recdesk.com/
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2 Starting the Approval Process of an Online Reservation: 
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3 Printing Permit Request: 
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4 Exporting the Permit Request as a PDF For Future Printing: 
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5 Assigning Appropriate Times For Online Reservations (based off PDF Permit Request): 
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6 Assignment of Permit Fee 
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7 Editing of Reservation Time and Permit Fee: 
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8 Editing of Reservation Time and Permit Fee (Continued): 
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9 Completing Reservation: 
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10 Sending Permit Fee Invoice Fee to Customer: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


